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The Humpback Is Not Over the Hump 
The ensnaring lines of fishing gear, and the thinning patience of cod fishermen, 
are posing new problems for the recovery of this endangered species 
by Jon Lien and Bora Merdsoy 
The North Atlantic stock of hump-
back whales overwinters in the Carib-
bean, concentrating near Silver and 
Navidad banks, northeast of the Do-
minican Republic. Here they court, 
mate, and calve. Because tropical 
waters offer little food, the whales mi-
grate northward to the Grand Banks 
and coastal Newfoundland waters in 
early summer. In the highly productive 
cold water, the humpbacks feed on her-
ring, squid, other nekton, and krill. 
Their main fare, however, is spawning 
concentrations of capelin, a small, 
smeltlike fish, which is also a main die-
tary item for codfish. The critical sea-
sonal cycle of capelin determines the 
distribution and density of codfish, 
whales, and fishermen in Newfound-
land waters. This intricate relationship 
between fishes, marine mammals, and 
humans has woven a web of trouble for 
the endangered humpback. 
Overharvesting had brought hump-
back whales in the North Atlantic to the 
edge of extinction over half a century 
ago. Commercial whaling was estab-
lished in Newfoundland in 1898, and 
by 1916 the number of humpbacks 
had been reduced to a few dozen ani-
mals. During the next three decades, 
whalers hunted other rorquals, such as 
fin, minke, and blue whales, with 
humpbacks taken only occasionally. 
The humpback population recovered 
somewhat during this period, until har-
vestable numbers were again reached 
in the late 1940s. By 1952, however, 
renewed whaling activity had again 
drastically reduced the population until 
only some 800 animals remained. 
In 1970, worldwide stocks of hump-
back whales were listed as endangered, 
and placed under the protection of the 
International Whaling Commission. 
At present, in the North Atlantic, only 
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a few humpbacks are taken annually by 
native whalers in the Caribbean and 
West Greenland. The last census of 
this population, taken in 1972, resulted 
in an estimate of 1,000 to 1,500 ani-
mals. Assuming a steady growth rate 
of 5 to 7 percent, the 1979 North Atlan-
tic stock should consist of 1,600 to 
2,400 whales. Even such a population 
size is by no means large enough to 
prov;de a sustainable yield adequate to 
warrant commercial whaling. 
Over the past four years, however, 
there has been a substantial increase in 
the number of whale sightings, mostly 
humpbacks, off Newfoundland. These 
coincide with increased reports of 
whale-caused damage to inshore fish-
ing gear. Cod fishing has also increased 
over this period; consequently, there is 
more gear in the water than ever be-
fore. Newfoundland's inshore fisher-
men are economically hard pressed by 
the gear damage caused by whales. In 
Saint Mary's Bay, on the south shore 
of the Avalon Peninsula, fishermen es-
timate that humpbacks damage 90 per-
cent of their cod traps. 
A cod trap is essentially a box whose 
walls and bottom are made of nets. It 
is supported and held stationary in the 
n6arshore water by floats and anchors. 
The trap is approximately seventy-five 
feet in each dimension, although it may 
not be cubic in shape. A leader, made 
of netting and lines, serves to guide 
fish into the trap through a funnel-
shaped door. The leader's dimensions 
depend on local bottom topography. 
Twice daily, fishermen empty the trap 
by hauling its bottom close to the sur-
face of the water and dip-netting the 
fish into skiffs. 
The cost of whale damage to a trap 
averages roughly $2,000, not includ-
ing labor. One reason for this high cost 
is that the fishermen must remove the 
gear from the water during peak fishi 
periods for repair. Repairing a cod tr 
can take anywhere from one day to 
week. At the peak of the cod fishin 
season a trap can easily catch $1, 
to $2,000 worth of fish a day. In Trini 
Bay, fishermen estimate direct rep 
costs to gear in the summer of 1978 
$500,000. Costs of whale-caused g 
damage due to downtime would 
many times that figure. 
The manner in which whales colli 
with the gear suggests that they are n 
attempting to get fish or bait in the tra 
Typically the whales get entangled · 
the leader, which does not hold fis 
indicating that they run into the ge 
accidentally. The whales' sensory c 
pability may be inadequate to det 
the leaders at sufficient distances 
avoid them. 
Toothed whales (odontocetes), su 
as porpoises, killer whales, and sper 
whales, hunt and swallow prey one 
a time, whereas baleen whales (mys 
cetes) are able to capture large numbe 
of prey at one time. Laboratory experi 
ments on odontocetes, whose mode o 
feeding permits holding them in cap 
tivity, have determined the animals 
sensory capabilities, the most sophisti 
cated of which seems to be echoloca 
tion. Similar experiments on mysti 
cetes are very few and results inconclu 
Entangled in the leader lines of a co 
trap, a humpback may tow the gea 
for months. Such incidents can har 
the whale and, by damaging traps, 
cause severe financial problem 
for Newfoundland fishermen. 

sive. Although 1t 1s a mysticete, the 
humpback could possess some echolo-
cation or sensitive auditory capacities. 
The possibility of collisions may there-
fore be minimized by enhancing the 
acoustic properties of fishing gear with 
noisemakers or sound reflecting de-
vices. Such devices, while improving 
detectability by the whale, must not 
drive commercial fish away. 
The humpbacks' increased inshore 
activity has greatly multiplied the usual 
number of collisions with fishing gear. 
Whales in ju red in such collisions f re-
quentl y tow entangled gear for months, 
and some of the in juries are fatal. 
Endangered or not, the humpback 
has seriously taxed the goodwill of the 
fishermen. The increase in sightings 
has led some of them to conclude that 
the whale population has risen substan-
tially and that whaling for this species 
should be renewed. But before whaling 
is resumed, an understanding of the re-
cent inshore increase of humpbacks is 
essential. 
One explanation is that overfishing 
(by Soviet and Norwegian fleets) of the 
capelin, its major food species, has 
driven the humpback inshore in pursuit 
off ood. In the summer of 1978 capelin 
were totally absent off the south coast 
of Newfoundland; because of the lack 
of capelin, codfish catches declined 
and humpbacks were less common. 
Canadian government scientists and 
foreign fishermen were unable to find 
even the previously well-defined 
Southeast Shoal capelin stock. In the 
fall of 1978 the capelin fishery con-
ducted by the USSR deep-sea trawler 
fleet on and near Grey Island Bank, 
northeast of Newfoundland, was dis-
continued because of the small size of 
individual capelin in the catch, an indi-
cation of "immaturity and excessive 
fishing pressure. 
Fishermen and whales compete for 
the same resource, the cape I in. When 
foreign nations are granted licenses to 
catchcapelin in Canada's 200-mile ec-
onomic zone, they must fish at least 25 
miles offshore. Although there is a Ca-
nadian inshore fishery for export to 
Japan, it has only recently become im-
portant and does not take nearly the 
same magnitude of capelin as the off-
shore foreign fleet. The humpback, not 
subject to government restrictions, 
simply fishes where the best catches are 
obtained. Lack of capelin on the Grand 
Banks induces whales to feed inshore. 
Not only have whale sightings in-
creased during the last three years, 
local mackerel stock cycles have 
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peaked as well, and squid have been 
unusually abundant in inshore waters. 
These fish species may also serve to 
attract whales. Fin and minke whale 
populations are believed to be in better 
condition than the humpbacks and in-
creased sightings of these whales add 
credibility to this argument. 
Fishermen point out the cessation of 
whaling by Canada in 1972 has made 
whales less timid of boats and fi h' 
gear. Bac_ked by e~i_dence that a ~uing 
ber of minor coll1s1ons with ma Ill .. 
k.ff d. nned s 1 s occurre 1n recent years, the 
of the opinion that whales are ~are 
less fearful of, and bolder in Uch 
d ' d . ~d aroun , man s ev1ces and activif 
Thus, the depletion of offshore c~es. 
lin, the increase in inshore mack:ej 
and squid, and the unusual boldnessr~f 
the whales may synergistically account 
for the recent troublesome whale pres-
ence in inshore waters. Another possi-
bility accounting for increased whale 
sightings is that there may indeed be 
an unexpected increase in the North 
Atlantic humpback population, due to 
increased fecundity or to immigration 
from other humpback stocks, say from 
the South Atlantic. Evidence indicates, 
however, that this is a highly improba-
ble theory. 
Whatever the explanation, the unig-
norable increase in gear and whale col-
lisions in recent years poses a new 
threat to the humpback. Fishermen are 
being asked to bear the financial burden 
of a conservation policy with which 
they have so far concurred, but many 
find this situation intolerable and may 
unilaterally take steps to remedy it. 
Since the humpback is protected for the 
benefit of all of us, it is not unrea-
sonable to expect that financing such 
protection be shared by all. Until we 
take steps to minimize the damage 
caused by whales and to insure that the 
costs of the damage do not rest only on 
the fishermen, the humpback faces a 
pressing threat to its existence. D 
Bora Merdsoy 
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